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Digging up memories:
Collaborations between archaeology and oral history to 




This paper forms part of a wider PhD project exploring whether there can 
be an informative research relationship between archaeology and oral 
history.  Its focus is on the working class housing experience in the North of 
England during the Industrial Revolution period. Oral history as a discipline 
applied within archaeological investigation is growing in popularity and in 
application in the UK as a form of ‘community archaeology’. Evidence 
suggests that there is potential for combining the memories of oral history 
testimonies and the physical archaeological evidence from excavation 
to enhance our understanding of an event, person, time and place. 
However, establishing what evidence of the housing experience survives 
in an archaeological context and what survives in memory is crucial to 
the success of a combined investigative approach. This paper will use 
the example of The Public Archaeology Programme of the site Dixon’s 
Blazes as a relevant example in which to explore this, with evidence of 
sanitation, overcrowding and architecture surviving in both.
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Introduction 
Over recent years archaeology has developed into an increasingly 
VFLHQWL¿F DQG VSHFLDOLVHGSURIHVVLRQDOLVHG PHWKRG RI FROOHFWLQJ
WKHPDWHULDOHYLGHQFHRIWKHSDVW7KHUHIRUHSHUVRQDOPHPRULHV
ORFDOP\WKVDQGFRPPXQLW\WUDGLWLRQVRIWHQJRXQUHVHDUFKHGDQG




DV SDUW RI WKH DUFKDHRORJLFDO SURFHVV 7KLV KDV UHVXOWHG LQ DQ
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DUH EHFRPLQJ LQFUHDVLQJO\ DZDUH RI WKH YDOXH RI SODFHEDVHG
PHPRULHVWRLQWHUSUHWFRQ¿UPDQGSURYLGHDQDOWHUQDWLYHDFFRXQW
RI WKH SK\VLFDO HYLGHQFH FROOHFWHG GXULQJ H[FDYDWLRQ :KLOVW




and current community and the wider public in archaeological 
practice and interpretation. In this paper I argue that place-
EDVHGPHPRULHVRIDVLWHFDQHQKDQFHRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKH
archaeology uncovered during excavation and that there should be 




archaeology to explore place-based communities is an accepted 
interdisciplinary practice in Indigenous archaeology. Indigenous 
communities have enthusiastically set the research agenda and 
WDNHQ FRQWURO RI LQYHVWLJDWLQJ WKHLU KHULWDJH 2QH VXFK SURMHFW
LQYROYHG WKH ,QXLW (OGHUV RI +XGVRQ %D\ &DQDGD ZRUNLQJ LQ
collaboration with non-Indigenous archaeologists to investigate 
,QXLWPHPRULHV RI FRPPXQLW\ SODFH DQG WUDGLWLRQV 7KH SURMHFW
IRXQG WKDW WKH FRPELQHG \HW HTXDO LQYHVWLJDWLYH DSSURDFK RI
DUFKDHRORJ\ DQG RUDO KLVWRU\ LQFUHDVHG DZDUHQHVV RI KRZ SODFH
GH¿QHGLGHQWLWLHVDQGFRPPXQLW\YDOXHV/\RQVet al. 2010). Another 
promising investigation involved a research partnership between 
WKH<DUUDZDUUD$ERULJLQDO&RUSRUDWLRQDQG WKH8QLYHUVLW\RI1HZ
England in Australia to investigate the conversations that can occur 
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ZLWKLQLQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRISODFHEDVHGDUFKDHRORJLFDO
HYLGHQFHDQGPHPRULHV%HFNDQG6RPHUYLOOH
7KH LQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\ DSSURDFK WR LQYHVWLJDWH SODFH KDV EHHQ
applied within UK archaeology to a lesser extent. One such 
investigation used landscape archaeology and oral history to 
LQYHVWLJDWH IDUPLQJSUDFWLFHV LQ'HYRQ5LOH\DQG+DUYH\









RUDOKLVWRU\DQG LWVDELOLW\ WRFROOHFW LQIRUPDWLRQDERXW WKHSDVW
LV QRW QHFHVVDULO\ D WRRO IRU WKH FROOHFWLRQ RI IDFWV DORQH EXW LV
equally concerned with recording emotional responses and personal 
H[SHULHQFHV 7KH VXFFHVVIXO XVH RI RUDO KLVWRU\ LV GHSHQGHQW
XSRQRXUDFNQRZOHGJHPHQWDQGDFFHSWDQFH WKDW WKH LQIRUPDWLRQ
FROOHFWHGPD\ QRW EH DQ DFFRXQW RIZKDW DFWXDOO\ KDSSHQHG RU
ZKDWDQDUHDZDVDFWXDOO\OLNHEXWZKDWSHRSOHWKRXJKWKDSSHQHG




Oral history and the housing experience
Using oral history in conjunction with archaeology to construct a 
place-based history is a particularly intriguing concept. Memories 



















Programme excavation and oral history project at the Upper 
)RUJH&RDOEURRNGDOHXVHGRUDOKLVWRU\DVSDUWRIDSURJUDPPH




+LVWRU\ DQG$UFKDHRORJ\RI WKH8QLYHUVLW\ RI0DQFKHVWHU DQG
the Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund used an oral history 
SURMHFWDVDFRPSOHPHQWDU\PHDQVWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHUROHRI
LQGXVWULDOLVDWLRQRQZRUNLQJFODVVOLIHLQWKHUXUDO1RUWKDORQJVLGH
WKH H[FDYDWLRQV RI WKH +DJJ &RWWDJHV &DVHOOD DQG &URXFKHU
2010).  
3. )URPWKH<RUN$UFKDHRORJLFDO7UXVWH[FDYDWLRQDW+XQJDWH





4. ,Q  FRPPXQLW\ DUFKDHRORJLVWV IURP 1RWWLQJKDP &RXQW\
&RXQFLO OHG D FRPPXQLW\ H[FDYDWLRQ DW :KDUI *UHHQ LQ WKH
9LOODJHRI-DFNVGDOHLQ1RWWLQJKDPVKLUH7KHSURMHFWH[FDYDWHG
D URZRI ,URQZRUNHUV FRWWDJHVDQG FRQGXFWHGDQRUDO KLVWRU\
SURMHFW*LOORWW
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$OOWKHDERYHPHQWLRQHGVWXGLHVSURYLGHH[DPSOHVRIH[FDYDWLRQV
and oral history projects being used together to investigate Post 
,QGXVWULDO5HYROXWLRQHUDKRXVLQJ7KH\LGHQWLI\WKHSRWHQWLDOLQWKH
combined investigative approach to explore place-based memories 
RIWKHKRXVLQJH[SHULHQFHWKDWLVKRZWKHSK\VLFDOIHDWXUHVRID
GRPHVWLFSURSHUW\ LPSDFWHG WKHH[SHULHQFHRI LWV UHVLGHQWV2QH
H[DPSOHRIWKHFRPELQHGLQYHVWLJDWLYHDSSURDFKEHLQJSDUWLFXODUO\
VXFFHVVIXO LQ LQFUHDVLQJRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKH3RVW ,QGXVWULDO
5HYROXWLRQ HUD KRXVLQJ H[SHULHQFH LV WKDW RI WKH 0 5RDG
&RPSOHWLRQ 3URMHFW LQ *ODVJRZ SDUWLFXODUO\ ZLWK UHJDUGV WR WKH
Lower English Buildings site.
The M74 Road Completion Project and Public Archaeology 
Programme
7KH05RDG&RPSOHWLRQ3URMHFW LQ*ODVJRZZDVXQGHUWDNHQ
EHWZHHQ  DQG  ,W LQYROYHG D QXPEHU RI H[LQGXVWULDO















to the cultural heritage along the M74 route.
7KH2UDO+LVWRU\ 3URMHFWZDV FRQGXFWHG E\&XOWXUH DQG6SRUW
Glasgow between December 2007 and April 2009 and was designed 
³«WRUHFRUGWKHPHPRULHVRIWKRVHZKRKDGDFRQQHFWLRQZLWKIRUPHU
EXLOGLQJVLGHQWL¿HGDVEHLQJZRUWK\RIDUFKDHRORJLFDOH[DPLQDWLRQ
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DORQJWKHURXWHRIWKH0FRPSOHWLRQ´0RUWRQet al. 2008: 26). 





WKH LQWHUYLHZPHWKRGV WKH UHFRUGLQJPHWKRGV WKH SUHVHUYDWLRQ
PHWKRGVWKH LQWHUYLHZOHQJWKVDQGUHÀHFWLRQVRQWKHVXFFHVVRI
WKH SURJUDPPH DQG SRWHQWLDO LPSURYHPHQWV IRU IXWXUH SURMHFWV
7KLV UHSRUW LV LQGHSHQGHQWRI WKHH[FDYDWLRQ UHSRUWSURGXFHGE\





LQXVHXQWLO WKHV DQGDGMDFHQW WR WKH IRXQGU\ WKH /RZHU
(QJOLVK %XLOGLQJV ZKLFK KRXVHG VRPH RI WKH ZRUNHUV DQG WKHLU
IDPLOLHV 7KH /RZHU (QJOLVK %XLOGLQJV FRQVLVWHG RI WZR URZV RI







5. Post-1960: abandoned houses were demolished.  
'XULQJDSHULRGRIMXVWRYHUWZHOYHPRQWKVWZHQW\IRXUSDUWLFLSDQWV
with a personal connection to the M74 sites were interviewed as 
SDUWRIWKH2UDO+LVWRU\3URMHFW6HYHQRIWKHSDUWLFLSDQWVSURYLGHG
memories concerning the Govan Iron Works and the Lower English 
%XLOGLQJV *LYHQ WKH WLPH OLPLWDWLRQV RI WKH SURMHFW VXFFHVVZDV
PHDVXUHG E\ WKH VDPSOH RI SDUWLFLSDQWV LQYROYHG WDNLQJ LQWR
DFFRXQWIDFWRUVVXFKDVJHQGHUDJHUHOLJLRQDQGWKHLUSUR[LPLW\WR
WKHVLWHUDWKHUWKDQWKHQXPEHURISHRSOHLQYROYHG$OWKRXJKRQO\
RQH RI WKHVH SDUWLFLSDQWV UHVLGHG LQ WKH /RZHU (QJOLVK %XLOGLQJV
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Results of the Lower English Buildings project
7KH REMHFWLYHV RI WKH 2UDO +LVWRU\ 3URMHFW ZLWKLQ WKH 3XEOLF







7KHUHIRUH WKH TXHVWLRQV DVNHG ZLWKLQ WKH 2UDO +LVWRU\ 3URMHFW
LQWHUYLHZVVRXJKWWRHOLFLWLQIRUPDWLRQWKDWZRXOGFRQWULEXWHWRWKH
archaeological objectives.
$Q HVSHFLDOO\ LQQRYDWLYH PHWKRG WR SURYRNH VLWH VSHFL¿F
memories was to invite site-based archaeologists to pose questions 
SULRUWRWKHRUDOKLVWRU\LQWHUYLHZVWDNLQJSODFHLQRUGHUWRLGHQWLI\
RU FRQ¿UPDUFKDHRORJLFDO IHDWXUHVXQFRYHUHGE\ H[FDYDWLRQ WKDW
UHTXLUHGFODUL¿FDWLRQArchaeologists on the Lower English Buildings 
VLWHXVHGWKLVRSSRUWXQLW\WR LQWHUSUHWXQNQRZQIHDWXUHVVXFKDV




Lower English Buildings site.  





provides place-based memories where the physical archaeological 
evidence can be challenged and supported.
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The oral testimony of Mrs Wilson
)LJXUH0UV:LOVRQRXWVLGHWKH/RZHU(QJOLVK%XLOGLQJVUHSURGXFHGZLWK
SHUPLVVLRQRI6FRWWLVK2UDO+LVWRU\&HQWUH$UFKLYHV
Mrs Wilson was born at 24 Lower English Buildings in 1918 and 
OLYHGWKHUHXQWLOWKHVZKHQWKHIDPLO\ZDVIRUFHGWRPRYHE\
WKHODQGORUG'L[RQ¶VZKRFRQVLGHUHGWKHKRXVHVWREHQRORQJHU¿W
IRUSXUSRVH Mrs:LOVRQ¶VPHPRULHVSURYHGYDOXDEOH LQ LGHQWLI\LQJ
IHDWXUHVXQFRYHUHGGXULQJH[FDYDWLRQDQGE\SURYLGLQJDQDUUDWLYH
DFFRXQWRI OLIHDWWKHVLWH0UV:LOVRQZDVDEOHWRDQVZHUVSHFL¿F
TXHVWLRQV UHJDUGLQJ WKH KRXVLQJ H[SHULHQFH RI WKH /RZHU (QJOLVK
Buildings inhabitants. When asked to describe her house she replied: 
“Ours was two made into one because we were the biggest 
IDPLO\ URXQGDERXW 7KH\ ZHUH ZKLWHZDVKHG ZLQGRZV
RXWVLGHFRPIRUWDEOHEHGV«ELJEHGV7KHUHZHUHEHGV
WKDW FDPHRII WKH NLWFKHQ DQG EHGV WKDW FDPHRII WKH
rooms. We had two rooms… we were lucky because our 















(QJOLVK %XLOGLQJV UHSURGXFHG ZLWK SHUPLVVLRQ RIScottish Oral History 
&HQWUH$UFKLYHV
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Archaeologists uncovered three circular brick structures in 





















Mrs Wilson was also able to provide memories regarding toilets 
at the Lower English Buildings.  
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“We had our own. I showed you where the middens 
MRLQHGLQWKHPLGGOHDWHDFKVLGH:HOODWWKHEDFNHQGRI
that a door opens onto it and that’s each persons toilet… 
there were three houses at the top and there was the 





Outbuildings were uncovered next to the northern and southern 
UDQJH EXW DUFKDHRORJLVWVZHUH XQDEOH WR VXJJHVW D IXQFWLRQ IRU
WKHVHEXLOGLQJVGXHWRDODFNRIPDWHULDO¿QGVDFURVVWKHVLWHDQG
WKHVWUXFWXUHVQRWEHLQJLGHQWL¿HGRQPDSV0UV:LOVRQSURYLGHG
memories which interpreted the outbuildings and without her 
WHVWLPRQ\ WKH LGHQWLW\ RI WKHVH EXLOGLQJV ZRXOG KDYH UHPDLQHG
hidden. When asked about the outdoor space on the site Mrs 
:LOVRQDGYLVHGWKHDUHDEHWZHHQWKHKRXVHVZDVRSHQWKDWDWWKH
WRSRIWKHPDLQURDGWKHUHZDVDVWDEOHDQGVKHOWHUVIRUKRUVHVD
kippering store and a blacksmiths.
)LJXUH%R[EHGVUHSURGXFHGZLWKSHUPLVVLRQRI+$3&$
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Within the housing units excavators uncovered internal brick 
ZDOOVVXUURXQGLQJEULFNVXUIDFHVDQGVXSSRUWVWRQHV6XJJHVWLRQV
PDGH E\ VLWHEDVHG DUFKDHRORJLVWV ZHUH WKDW WKH IHDWXUHV ZHUH
GRRUMDPEVIRUFXSERDUGGRRUVRUVWDLUFDVHVXSSRUWV7KHTXHVWLRQ











SURYHGYHU\XVHIXO ³«ZHKDYHVHULRXVO\ WRFRQVLGHUZKHWKHU WKH
SDVVLQJ RI WKH \HDUVPLJKW SHUKDSV KDYH VRIWHQHG0UV:LOVRQ¶V
PHPRULHVRIKHUXSEULQJLQJ ´7KLVFRPPHQWZDVPDGHDVDUHVXOW
RI WHVWLPRQ\ IURP 0UV :LOVRQ¶V QLHFH -DQH 6XWKHUODQG -DQH
6XWKHUODQG¶V WHVWLPRQ\ IDOOV LQWR WKH FDWHJRU\ RI RUDO WUDGLWLRQ
DV WKH PHPRULHV VKH VKDUHV DUH µVHFRQGKDQG¶ :KHUHDV 0UV
Wilson’s comments were overwhelmingly positive with regards to 
OLIHZLWKLQ WKH /RZHU (QJOLVK%XLOGLQJV -DQH6XWKHUODQG UHFDOOHG
Mrs Wilson commenting negatively on the hardships at the Lower 
(QJOLVK%XLOGLQJVSDUWLFXODUO\ZLWKUHJDUGWRRYHUFURZGLQJ&OHDUO\
the manner in which memories are recalled and presented vary 
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RISHRSOH,WFDQDOVRDGGWRDUFKDHRORJLFDOHYLGHQFHLQFRQVWUXFWLQJ
ODQGVFDSHVHYHQWVSHRSOHFRPPXQLWLHVDQGWLPHVE\FRQWULEXWLQJ




thought happened rather than an overarching account based on a 
UDQJHRIVRXUFHV7KHUHIRUHRUDOKLVWRU\DVDVRXUFHFDQQRWEHXVHG
LQ LVRODWLRQ EXW FDQ EH DQ HIIHFWLYH FRPSOHPHQWDU\ VRXUFH2UDO
KLVWRU\DVDVRXUFHLVQRWFXUUHQWO\EHLQJXVHGWRLWVIXOOSRWHQWLDO
in both research and commercial archaeology in the UK. A clear 
VWUXFWXUHRIUHVHDUFKDLPVGDWDFROOHFWLRQGDWDLQWHUSUHWDWLRQDQG
SXEOLFDWLRQQHHGVWREHHVWDEOLVKHGLQRUGHUIRUWKHGLVFLSOLQHWREH
widely accepted and applied.  
2UDO KLVWRU\ FDQ PDNH DQ LQIRUPDWLYH FRQWULEXWLRQ WR
archaeological investigations as essentially both disciplines are 
recovering evidence. However there are concerns that need to 
be addressed prior to the interdisciplinary method being applied 





In the current economic climate one question remains: can 
WKHDUFKDHRORJLFDOSURIHVVLRQDIIRUGWRUXQRUDOKLVWRU\SURMHFWVLQ
FRQMXQFWLRQZLWKH[FDYDWLRQV"*LYHQ WKHHYLGHQFH IURP WKH FDVH
studies cited above showing that oral history contributes towards 
RXUDUFKDHRORJLFDONQRZOHGJHFDQZHDIIRUGWRDOORZWKLVHYLGHQFH
WR JR XQUHFRUGHG" , VXJJHVW WKDW ZLWK WKH UHFHQW VKLIW IURP
GHYHORSHUOHGFRPPHUFLDOSURMHFWVWRIXQGHGFRPPXQLW\SURMHFWV
LQWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPZHPXVWWDNHDGYDQWDJHRIWKHLQFUHDVHG
community interest and involvement in archaeology and develop 
WKHFRPELQHGLQYHVWLJDWLYHDSSURDFKZLWKDIRFXVRQSODFHEDVHG
investigations.
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